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Abstract 

Lars Lih’s Lenin Rediscovered aims to overthrow what he labels the textbook-myth of Leninism 
through a comprehensive reconstruction of Lenin’s relationship, both to the Kautskyite 
orthodoxy that dominated the international socialist movement, and more local polemics. 
While the resulting rereading of Lenin’s early Marxism is a powerful counter to the ‘textbook- 
interpretation’ of Leninism, Lih has perhaps ‘bent the stick’ too far in an attempt to prove 
Lenin’s orthodoxy. Importantly, he misconstrues Lenin’s critique of ‘economism” through a too- 
narrow reading of ‘economism’. Lih would have been better served to recognise the importance 
of Lenin’s polemic as an attempt, not simply to paint his opponents on the Russian Left as 
‘economists’, but, more importantly, to grasp the organic nature of reformism and thus the true 
scale of the difficulties involved in challenging its hegemony within the workers’ movement. 
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For those interested in the revaluation and reworking of the theory and 
practice of the classical-Marxist tradition, Lars Lih’s ‘rediscovery’ of the 
political context of Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? (WITBD?) is a work of 
considerable importance. Lenin’s text has been a key-point of reference, 
perhaps the key-point of reference, in debates around the political function of 
a Marxist vanguard and the logic of political action, and hence around the 
relation of theory and practice. According to ‘the textbook-interpretation’, as 
Lih terms it, a reading that has passed into a broader conventional wisdom to 
the extent that it has gained the status of common sense, Lenin’s scepticism 
as to the capacity of the working class to spontaneously generate socialist 
consciousness led him to assign revolutionary agency to a vanguard-party of 
professional revolutionaries, rather than to the working-class movement. The 
subordination of the workers to the Leninist vanguard-party prescribed by 
Lenin thus prefigures, and thereby serves to provide the veneer of an 
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explanation for, the authoritarian upshot of the revolutionary process. The 
plausibility of attributing such a blatant departure from the canons of 
historical materialism to a professed Marxist depends upon situating Lenin’s 
thought in the context of the political élitism and messianic voluntarism of 
the pre-Marxist tradition of Russian populism. This depends, in turn, upon 
reading Marxism (or at least the Marxism with which Lenin was familiar), 
not as a guide to action, but, as the populist adversaries of Russian Marxism 
did, as a conceptual straightjacket that precluded the theorisation of effective 
revolutionary-political action. And, if this reading is to have any plausibility, 
it must rely upon contemporary criticism of Lenin from a few minor figures 
on the margins of the Russian Social-Democratic movement, from the 
retrospective criticism of Lenin’s Menshevik adversaries, and from the later- 
Leninist characterisation of Kautsky and the Mensheviks as mechanical 
Marxists. The textbook-interpretation not only serves to sustain the legend of 
Lenin’s populism, but also to constrain debate over the logic of revolutionary- 
political action within the narrow confines of an abstract opposition between 
agency and structure. 

The textbook-interpretation has been subjected to serious scholarly 
criticism before, notably in the first volume of Neil Harding’s Lenin’ Political 
Thought, but Lih here lays out a much more relentlessly detailed — I am 
tempted to say exhaustive — refutation. The theoretical and evidentiary issues 
Lih addresses are complex, and he combines evidence drawn from historical, 
literary and linguistic sources into a powerful multi-faceted argument that 
resists brief summary. His interpretation turns upon the meticulously 
argued claim that the historical narrative of the fusion of socialism and the 
workers’ movement epitomised in Kautsky’s commentary upon the German 
Social-Democratic Party (SPD)’s Erfurt Programme, and the attempt by 
Russian Marxists to situate their political aims and practice in the terms of 
this narrative, constitute the context without which Lenin’s text cannot be 
understood. The “Erfurtian’ narrative is shot through with biblical overtones — 
it is the ‘mission’ of the Social Democrats to bring to the workers the ‘good 
news’ of the world-historical ‘mission’ of the working-class movement to 
seize power and establish socialism — and so the political project of Social 
Democracy is not premised simply upon a dryly mechanical theory of history, 
but resonates with activist-evangelism. ‘Socialist consciousness’ is thus to be 
understood essentially in terms of the task of spreading this “good news’, and 
an evangelical and democratic confidence in the capacity of the workers to 
receive it and act upon it was essential to the Social-Democratic project. This 
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portrait of the political orientation of Kautsky’s orthodox Marxism, in which 
confidence in the inevitable unfolding of the historical laws of capitalism, 
rather than excusing a political posture of passive expectation, sustains a 
durable will to revolutionary activism, is a crucial building-block in Lih’s 
argumentative strategy, for it is only by contrast with a fatalistic caricature 
of orthodox Marxism that Lenin’s advocacy of the organisation of a 
revolutionary vanguard could appear heterodox. Once the caricature is 
exposed as such — and it is one of the signal contributions of this work to have 
done so — it is possible and necessary to measure WIT BD? against the standard 
set by Kautsky’s Marxism and the political project of the SPD. 

How, then, does WITBD? measure up? The strategic perspective fashioned 
by Plekhanov, Lenin and their Jskra-colleagues, the hegemony of the proletariat 
in the Russian bourgeois-democratic revolution, is construed by Lih in terms 
of the Erfurtian narrative, and he accumulates a mass of evidence to demonstrate 
the fidelity, not only of Lenin and Jskra, but also of the most prominent of 
their polemical adversaries, to its narrative structure. Indeed, he suggests that 
the Russians added little besides the term ‘hegemony’, and perhaps not even 
that, to the political orientation of the SPD. If anything distinguished Lenin 
in Russian-Marxist circles, in the company both of his Jskra-colleagues and of 
his polemical adversaries, it was his more unyielding attachment to the theme 
and the logic of the Erfurtian narrative and his correspondingly greater 
confidence in the political capacity of the workers to meet the demands of 
revolutionary-political struggle: if Kautsky’s rectitude in matters of Marxist 
theory made him, according to a witticism of the time, ‘the pope of Social- 
Democratic ideology’, then Lenin, according to Lih, ‘comes off as more 
Social-Democratic than the pope’.’ 

Following Lenin’s commentary on the 1907 re-edition of WITBD?, Lih 
insists that the pamphlet be read in ‘connection with the concrete historical 
situation of a definite, and now long past, period in the development of our 
Party’. It was widely expected, around the turn of the century, in 
revolutionary circles that the struggles of the nascent working-class movement 
would serve to galvanise the opposition to tsarist rule that was welling up 
throughout Russian society. But early attempts to provide the movement 
with organised Social-Democratic leadership proved abortive when police- 
raids decimated its central organisations and reduced the fledgling party to a 
mere aspiration. In the resulting atmosphere of disorientation and 
demoralisation, a tendency emerged to shrink back from the revolutionary 
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mission of Social Democracy, to narrow its practical ambition for the 
working class to a kind of Gompers-style trade-unionism pure and simple, 
and to cede the political struggle against the government, and consequently 
hegemony in the democratic revolution, to the representatives of bourgeois 
liberalism. Lih notes, however, that by the time WITBD? was written, 
although the Social-Democratic movement remained a congeries of circles, 
principally those around Jskra and those around the journal Rabochee delo 
| Workers’ Cause], loosely co-operating and, at the same time, contending for 
influence in the process of drawing together into an organised party, Lenin 
was able to assume opposition on the part of his readership to this ‘economist’ 
tendency. Lih fails to note, however, that, at least according to Lenin, 
disagreement over how this protean tendency to economism was to be 
understood — and consequently, how it was to be dealt with — played an 
important part in the contention among the Russian Social Democrats. As 
we shall see, this disagreement serves as a kind of index of tensions and 
ambiguities that beset the Social-Democratic project of proletarian hegemony 
and the Marxist orthodoxy upon which it rested; and it is thus an index of 
pervasive, if latent, differences in approach to understanding and acting 
within and upon the ‘concrete historical situation’. 

On Lih’s reading, the argument of WITBD? was structured in two main 
ways by this situation. First, it was shaped by Lenin’s concern to map out a 
plan for the construction of a party-organisation through the production and 
distribution of a newspaper devoted largely to political agitation and thus to 
sustain in practical terms Jskra’s bid for leadership. The requisite organisation 
would have, under then prevailing conditions, to be narrow rather than 
broad, a vanguard as distinct from a mass-organisation, capable of resisting 
police-repression and hence of growing roots in the working-class movement 
and of focusing worker-struggles on a political assault upon the tsarist régime. 
Thus understood, the newspaper-proposal would not displace working-class 
activity and consciousness, but rather serve to develop them and so enable 
Social-Democratic activists to act out the Erfurtian narrative under the trying 
conditions of tsarist autocracy. ‘[T]he vanguard outlook’ not only does not 
contradict the Marxist assumption that ‘the emancipation of the working 
classes must be the work of the working classes themselves’, but is effectively 
derived from it.“ The significance of the newspaper lies in the need for a 
vanguard-organisation of revolutionaries, this need from the exigencies of 
political agitation under autocratic conditions and the need for political 
agitation from the struggle for hegemony of the working class in the 
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Heruntergeladen von Brill.com 04/13/2024 03:30:48AM 
via Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin 


A. Shandro / Historical Materialism 18 (2010) 75-89 79 


democratic revolution. This logic governs the last three chapters of WITBD?, 
which Lih terms its ‘business part’.’ 

Second, however, the argument of WITBD? was subject to the political 
logic of the factional struggle. Lenin was obliged by this logic to respond to a 
virtual challenge from Rabochee delo to defend Iskra against charges of having 
dogmatically subordinated the spontaneous struggles of the workers to an 
arid theoretical purism, that is, of having abandoned the ‘class point of view’ 
which led him to introduce the ‘business part’ of the book with two chapters 
devoted, respectively, to discussions of dogmatism and freedom of criticism 
and of spontaneity and consciousness. But, carried away by polemical zeal, 
he was led to assimilate the stance of his opponents, who, like Jskra, situated 
themselves inside the Erfurtian narrative, to that of acknowledged 
economists. In so doing, a penchant for trying to bend the rhetorical tropes 
of his opponents to his own purposes pushed him into a series of hasty and 
sometimes ill-considered and cryptic formulations, notably in his discussion 
of spontaneity and consciousness, that has become the focal point of 
subsequent political and exegetical controversy. Once Lenin’s argument is 
read in context and its practical essence distinguished from the distortions 
introduced by factional polemics, Lih argues, WITBD? can be seen, not as 
the site of dramatic political departures or theoretical innovations, but as 
nothing more nor less in substance than a reassertion and detailed application 
to the practical problems of Russian Social Democracy of the Erfurtian 
perspective of orthodox Second-International Marxism. If Lih is right, the 
political and theoretical controversy that has swirled around WITBD? is 
simply ‘much ado about nothing’. 

Any reading of a text must draw some kind of distinction between what 
is essential to its meaning and what is merely incidental, between what is 
of theoretical relevance and what is merely circumstantial. This distinction 
corresponds, in Lih’s work, to his distinction between the practical or ‘business - 
sections and aspects of Lenin’s argument, those devoted to his proposal for the 
appropriate tactical, organisational and practical arrangements to give effect to 
the Erfurtian perspective, itself uncontested among the Russian Marxists, and 
the polemical aspects of the work, dominated by the struggle as to who, which 
circle, would take upon itself the leadership of Russian Social Democracy 
within the parameters of the shared Erfurtian perspective. This distinction 
rests, in turn, upon a narrow construal of the term Lenin uses to designate 
the object of his criticism, “economism’, as entailing a rejection of working- 
class participation in the bourgeois-democratic revolution. Thus understood, 
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Lenin’s attribution to Rabochee delo of an economist perspective is a polemical 
distortion of little or no theoretical interest, but one that has had the 
unfortunate effect of fostering the impression, among those unfamiliar with 
the context of the debate, that the critique of economism signified a departure 
from the canons of Marxist orthodoxy and hence of lending unwarranted 
plausibility to the textbook-interpretation. 

If we take Lenin at his word, however, economism is not to be understood 
in such narrow terms. The term “economism’, although entrenched by usage, 
did not, he acknowledged, adequately convey the character of the political 
trend he designated by it. Understood ‘in the broad sense of the word’, the 
‘principal feature’ of economism was ‘its incomprehension, even defence, 
of... the lagging of the conscious leaders behind the spontaneous awakening 
of the masses’.’ Thus understood, the meaning of economism is subordinate 
to Lenin’s distinction between consciousness and spontaneity, and its 
significance is to be sought in the relation between leadership and the masses. 
Not only was economism not inconsistent with political activity, it was not 
inconsistent with political revolution. Thus understood, the category of 
economism did indeed allow Lenin to associate Rabochee delo with economism 
in the narrow sense, but this does not imply that he attributed the reformist 
views of the latter to the former — he did not. If we turn Lih’s interpretive 
procedure around and assume that Lenin intended his category of economism 
to designate some coherent referent, the question necessarily arises as to just 
what the coherence of its referent consists in. The coherence of economism 
certainly does not consist in an agreement of ideas, but the political significance 
of an idea is not necessarily what its proponent professes it to be. It depends 
upon the context in which it is professed: different ideas may play the same or 
an analogous réle in different contexts, and even in the same context may 
display a convergent significance. The connection Lenin asserts between 
Rabochee delo and economism in the narrow sense is to be understood in some 
such sense, not as that between different adherents of the same set of ideas, but 
as that between variant forms of a political tendency. Judgements in matters 
of this kind suppose, of course, a claim to understand, at least in its broad 
outline, the strategic logic of political struggles, but that Lenin was prepared 
to make such a claim is not, I think, a matter of debate. 

Making sense of Lenin’s notion of economism thus requires us to grapple, 
not only with his distinction between spontaneity and consciousness, but also 
with the logic of political strategy in the democratic revolution. The matter is 


6. Lenin 1962c, pp. 386-7. 
7. Lenin 1962b, p. 317. 
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best approached by considering the latter issue first. One of the merits of 
Lih’s book is to have shown that working-class participation in the struggle 
for political freedom flows naturally from the Erfurtian perspective: according 
to the Erfurtian narrative, it is only in the course of the struggle for political 
democracy that the workers learn to wield political freedoms in their own 
interests and hence develop the understanding and political capacity necessary 
to assume political power and organise society along Social-Democratic lines 
and, since the growing political strength of the working class tempers 
bourgeois enthusiasm for democracy, leadership in the struggle for political 
democracy is increasingly incumbent upon the proletariat. This conception 
refers, on one hand, to the theme of proletarian self-emancipation, the idea 
that the working class is — in the course of its struggle becomes — capable of 
taking charge of its own emancipation and, on the other, to the idea that the 
need of the working class for democracy in its struggle for a classless society 
renders it the appropriate leader for the democratic aspirations and struggles 
of other, non-proletarian classes and strata of society. It is thus characterised 
by some internal complexity — it assumes that the two tasks, self-emancipation 
and democratic leadership, and two corresponding interests, class-interest 
and popular-democratic interest, coincide. In Germany, where capitalism 
was incomparably more highly developed than in Russia and where the 
bourgeoisie had, accordingly, already been able to establish its preponderant 
weight in state-affairs, the established rôle of the SPD as the pre-eminent 
party of opposition may have seemed, in Erfurtian eyes, to cement the 
conjunction of these two terms into self-evidence. 

But, in Russia, where this Erfurtian conception was translated into the 
strategic orientation of proletarian hegemony in the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution, the conjunction of class-interest and popular-democratic interest 
was as yet only a strategic aspiration. Its translation into Russian political 
reality was conditional upon successfully coping with the challenge of rival, 
bourgeois, projects for hegemony in the revolutionary process. And if he is to 
be taken at his word, Lenin took the threat of such projects seriously. It is 
not that he feared the spectre of some latter-day revival of the Jacobin Clubs 
— that prospect was, indeed, historically dépassé. But bourgeois hegemony 
could take quite different forms than this. And, in the important essay, “The 
Persecutors of the Zemstvo and the Hannibals of Liberalism’, written just a 
few months before WITBD? and reissued along with the latter in 1907, Lenin 
discerned the lineaments of such a bourgeois-hegemonic project in an 
attempt by Peter Struve, former Social Democrat (in fact, the author of the 
manifesto that emerged from the abortive first congress of the Russian Social- 
Democratic Labour-Party [RSDLP]) and future luminary of Russian 
liberalism, to use the threat of a revolutionary workers’ movement to urge 


Heruntergeladen von Brill.com 04/13/2024 03:30:48AM 
via Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin 


82 A. Shandro / Historical Materialism 18 (2010) 75-89 


reforms upon tsarism: this attempt presaged a scenario in which the 
revolutionary force of the masses played a necessary rôle, albeit only as a kind 
of stage-army with which to frighten the tsar, but which would then, when 
the time came for the serious business of renegotiating the redistribution of 
power, yield the political stage, willingly or unwillingly, to liberal specialists 
in constitutional politics.’ Such a scenario did not assume workers smitten 
with liberal ideology; rather, it envisaged a workers’ movement of militant, 
even revolutionary, even socialist temperament, but for which revolution was 
a means to enforce its economic class-interests, narrowly construed, rather 
than to transcend its interest-group limitations. Any tendency to construe the 
political project of the working class in restrictive terms, even one decked out, 
as in the case of Rabochee delo, in the language of revolution and claims to 
vanguard-status, would play into such a scenario: at stake in Lenin’s critique 
of economism was not only the relation of politics and economics, revolution 
and reform, but also, and perhaps more basically, the relation between class- 
interests and popular-democratic interests in the project of proletarian 
hegemony. If, as Lih claims, there was consensus among the Russian Social 
Democrats over the Erfurtian narrative and the project of proletarian 
hegemony in the bourgeois-democratic revolution, then Lenin’s critique of 
economism indicates that this project was beset by internal political, and 
therefore perhaps also theoretical, tensions; hegemony could not be taken as 
given, it would have to be constructed. And this suggests, in turn, that the 
relation between the business- and the polemical aspects of Lenin’s argument 
is more fluid (and perhaps more productive) than Lih would have it: if we 
once again take Lenin at his word and assume that a tendency exists 
corresponding to his definition of economism, it could reveal itself only in the 
course of polemics over what proletarian hegemony is, that is, how it was to 
be constructed. The polemical aspect plays not only a rhetorical or even 
political rôle in Lenin’s argument, but also an epistemological rôle. 

If the economist tendency as identified by Lenin does exist, the question 
must arise as to how it is to be understood and, in this connection, recourse 
to the distinction between spontaneity and consciousness is necessary. If we 
retain the possibility that Lenin’s polemic does play a theoretical rôle in his 
argument, then it may, conversely, help in clarifying the distinction between 
spontaneity and consciousness. It is a crucial weakness of Lih’s reading of 
WITBD? as an exemplification of the Erfurtian narrative that it is unable to 
account for some of Lenin’s most noteworthy (or, at least, most noted) 
formulations on the relation between spontaneity and consciousness, 


8. See Lenin 1962a. 
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particularly his repeated claim that ‘the task of Social-Democracy is to combat 
spontaneity, to divert the working-class movement from this spontaneous, 
trade-unionist striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie and to bring 
it under the wing of revolutionary Social-Democracy’.? The logic of the 
Erfurtian narrative can be stretched to accommodate a good deal of Lenin’s 
polemic against the economist practice of subordinating consciousness to 
spontaneity, but it cannot contain this crucial claim; it is a tribute to Lih’s 
intellectual honesty that he acknowledges this difficulty. And, while Lih can 
attribute the formulations in question to a combination of polemical 
distortion and editorial haste, it should be noted that his procedure of 
determining the meaning of key-terms in Lenin’s text, including spontaneity 
and consciousness, by reference to common Russian usage of the time, while 
necessary and sometimes illuminating, is ill-adapted to the task of discerning 
their place, and hence their meaning, in the logic of Lenin’s argument and 
therefore for determining whether or not they indicate an innovative 
movement of thought. 

The rôle played by ‘consciousness’ in Lenin’s text is not to be understood, 
Lih cautions, in abstraction from political practice, and since the political 
practice advocated by Lenin is to be understood in terms of the Erfurtian 
narrative, consciousness is construed as an awareness of the task of spreading 
the good news of the fusion of socialism and the working-class movement. 
Inasmuch as historical materialism supplies the theory of the historical 
movement of this fusion, consciousness is to be grasped by reference to 
Marxist theory. The introduction of consciousness into the spontaneous 
working-class movement from without signifies, in terms of the Erfurtian 
narrative, a practice of making workers aware of a goal and a direction of 
their movement that is already implicit in their practice. Since the 
spontaneous movement and the conscious awareness of it, practice and 
theory, are congruent and harmonious, there is no need, and no theoretical 
room, for a struggle between them. ‘This is, indeed, the implication of the 
passage by Kautsky famously cited by Lenin in his own discussion of 
consciousness and spontaneity in W/TBD?.'° However, while some of Lenin’s 
formulations can be assimilated to this logic, others, in particular those 
enjoining a struggle against spontaneity, are suggestive of a different logic at 
work in Lenin’s argument. The evidence assembled by Lih renders the 
‘textbook-interpretation’ unsustainable, yet the conceptual tensions upon 


9. Lenin 1962c, p. 384. 
10. See Shandro 1997/8. 
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which that reading feeds cannot be resolved absent an explanation of these 
passages. 

Socialist consciousness, as it figured in Lenin’s argument, certainly carried 
an injunction to working-class solidarity in the struggle for a socialist aim 
that transcended capitalism and class-society, but it also assumed an 
awareness of ‘the irreconcilable antagonism of [the workers’] interests to the 
whole of the modern political and social system’! and, thus, it implied 
attentiveness to the twists and turns in the path to the socialist end, that is, 
to the politico-strategic logic of the class-struggle. The irreconcilability of 
class-antagonism implied that it is built into the very foundation of the 
bourgeois social edifice and it enjoins systematic distrust of the class-enemy; 
the pervasive character of class-antagonism implied that it cannot be escaped 
and argued that exclusion of any aspect of the socio-political totality from 
the purview of the socialist project might concede the strategic initiative to 
the adversary. Socialist consciousness could not but draw upon Marxist 
theory (the theorisation of the irreconcilability of class-antagonism) and 
could not be brought to bear upon the class-struggle in the absence of an 
organised leadership informed by that theory and able to apply it ambitiously 
and with confidence. 

Lenin’s argument distinguishes two contradictory tendencies in the 
spontaneous working-class movement, that is, in the working-class movement 
insofar as the consciousness of ‘the irreconcilable antagonism of [the workers’] 
interests to the whole of the modern political and social system’ has not been 
brought to bear upon it: the movement, grounded in the exploitative social 
relations of capitalist production that structure the workers’ lives and 
experience, tends spontaneously through the experience of solidarity and 
struggle to engender a socialist consciousness (that is, the spontaneous 
movement is the “embryo of consciousness’) but bourgeois ideology imposes 
itself spontaneously as the frame within which working-class experience and 
struggles are grasped in terms that could not shake the hegemony of the 
adversary (that is, the spontaneous movement leads to a merely corporate or 
‘trade-union consciousness’). Lenin’s claim is that the latter tendency 
‘spontaneously’ predominates over the former and that it is therefore 
incumbent upon ‘Social-Democratic consciousness’ or rather, those who 
have achieved this consciousness, to struggle against ‘spontaneity’. 

To appreciate the force of this claim, we need to look at the logic of the 
interplay between these tendencies.'’? The workers struggle spontaneously, 


11. Lenin 1962c, p. 375. 
12. The point is more thoroughly argued in Shandro 1995. 
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and, in the course of their struggles, a combination of changed circumstances 
and innovative methods of struggle may result in a challenge and even, on 
occasion, a breach of the parameters of bourgeois hegemony. Spontaneous 
working-class struggles may elicit not only a re-assertion of the tried and true 
themes of class-rule, but also sometimes innovative attempts to reformulate 
the parameters of bourgeois hegemony, that is, the reorganisation of 
bourgeois strategy and the spontaneous imposition of bourgeois ideology 
onto the struggle of the workers. To be effective, this kind of response must 
appear in forms that have some purchase upon the spontaneous proletarian 
experience of the class-struggle; indeed, bourgeois hegemony need not 
depend upon denial of the class-struggle and might be most effectively 
expressed in and through the political shape, organisation and direction of 
the resistance of its socialist adversary. Accommodation to bourgeois 
hegemony thus proceeds spontaneously, not through a failure of proletarian 
commitment to the struggle for socialism, which Lenin never questioned, but 
through failure effectively to mount a political project of proletarian 
hegemony, that is, to contend for, establish and maintain the strategic 
initiative in the struggle for hegemony in the democratic revolution. An 
effective project of proletarian hegemony could not arise simply from the 
workers’ spontaneous experience, because that experience is structured both 
by the reality of class-antagonism and by the bourgeois-ideological 
construction of such antagonism as somehow reconcilable. Since each aspect 
of this spontaneous movement may take on novel forms beyond the current 
experience of the participants, the irreconcilability of their antagonism can 
only be grasped theoretically. Since attempts at class-conciliation can draw 
upon ideological and political materials from anywhere in the social totality 
and may do so innovatively, Marxist theory must be open to the whole of the 
social order, including the open-ended logic of the struggle for hegemony, 
that is to say, it must itself develop; indeed, theory and the political project 
grounded in it can only be vindicated, however, through engagement with 
periodically renewed attempts to reconcile class-antagonisms, including 
attempts that would instrumentalise elements of socialist theory and practice 
to this end. 

Why could the workers themselves not grasp Marxist theory? Lenin’s 
explicit answer was that they could do it, better in fact than the intellectuals. 
They would do so, however, not in the mass, but as individuals, and having 
become conscious, they would find themselves in a position analogous to 
that occupied by the initial, intellectual, carriers of Marxist theory, 
confronting the challenge of bringing consciousness to bear upon the 
contradictory logic of the spontaneous movement. Meeting it spontaneously, 
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they might observe the objective logic of the class-struggle and, 
accommodating themselves to flow of events, no doubt participate along 
with their fellow-workers in whatever struggles should arise, but forego any 
pretensions to provide leadership in the class-struggle. Meeting it consciously, 
they would employ Marxist theory reflexively to grasp their own situation 
within the spontaneously-given conjunctures of the class-struggle and, acting 
from where they are, assume the burdens of leadership in the struggle for 
hegemony. To assume this responsibility was to take up a sophisticated 
political stance, sustaining the spontaneous struggles of the workers and 
fostering the embryonic forms of socialist consciousness thrown up in the 
course of them by diagnosing and combating the forms in which bourgeois 
ideology spontaneously imposes itself within the working-class movement. 
At stake in Lenin’s discussion of spontaneity and consciousness was, not an 
issue in the sociology of knowledge concerning the bearer of socialist 
consciousness, but the strategic, or better, meta-strategic, issue of the terms 
in which Marxist political actors — intellectuals or workers — can come to 
grips with their own situation within the class-struggle and position 
themselves to act effectively upon it. Indeed, that the ‘profound theoretical 
error’ of Rabochee delo and other Economists had to do with just this issue, 
their inability ‘to connect spontaneous evolution with conscious revolutionary 
activity,” is asserted by Lenin in a brief article he described as a ‘synopsis’ of 
WITBD?.4 

Lenin’s distinction between spontaneity and consciousness is not a 
transposition into political terms of an ontological distinction between matter 
and mind or of a social-scientific distinction between base and superstructure, 
or even of a sociological distinction between workers and intellectuals. It 
invokes, rather, the contradictory combination of a complex set of forces and 
tendencies in a concrete conjuncture of political struggle and implicitly, 
through this, the operation of a politico-strategic logic of struggle for 
hegemony in relation to which the Marxist political actors are invited/ 
required to situate themselves. Refracted through this logic, the class-struggle 
and, with it, working-class consciousness cannot but develop unevenly. The 
thesis of consciousness from without is an attempt to think through the 
implication of this unevenness for political action and political leadership of 
the working-class movement. It provides the conceptual underpinnings for 
the distinctive Leninist injunction to concrete analysis of the concrete 
situation, and it mandates, accordingly, the reflexive adjustment of 


13. Lenin 1962b, p. 316. 
14. Lenin 1962c, p. 350. 
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consciousness to the shifting lines and logic of the struggle for hegemony. 
Thus, paradoxically, it generates the possibility of opening up Marxist theory 
to unexpected innovation and diversity in the spontaneous movement of the 
class-struggle.'> Lenin’s WITBD? emerges from and cannot be understood 
without the context of orthodox Erfurtian Marxism, but it points beyond it. 

If some such logic is at work in WITBD?, then it becomes plausible to 
regard Rabochee delo and Kuskova’s Credo as, not necessarily different 
expressions of the same set of political ideas, but distinct phenomenal forms 
of the same underlying political tendency. For, on this logic, political 
tendencies are to be identified not only by reference to the ideas expressed by 
political actors but essentially by reference to the réle ideas and actions play in 
the class-political struggle for hegemony. The economism that was the target 
of Lenin’s critique need not imply the reduction of political to economic 
struggle; indeed, it could be and often was articulated in quite revolutionary 
terms. Thus, it could assume an indefinite number of forms, leftist as well as 
rightist, as it did during the revolution of 1905, and again, during the First 
World-War, when Lenin would revive the terminology of the earlier polemic 
to tax Bukharin and his co-thinkers with the charge of ‘imperialist economism’ 
for their refusal to recognise a right of nations to self-determination as an 
essential part of a revolutionary-socialist programme.’® Thus understood, the 
economist-trend consisted in the effective concession to bourgeois interests of 
areas of political debate and activity and thereby and to that extent the 
restriction of working-class politics to narrowly corporate concerns and the 
accommodation of socialist politics to the spontaneous movement of the class- 
struggle, that is, to lines, forms and trajectories of conflict prescribed by, or at 
least recoverable by, bourgeois hegemony. The struggle between political 
tendencies in the working-class movement is no longer reduced to a struggle 
between ideas proper to the working class itself and those proper to historically 
outmoded social strata intermingled with it, but is to be understood as well in 
terms of the logic of contemporary political struggles. 

If some such logic underpins Lenin’s argument, then his critique of 
Rabochee delo’s theoretical indifference in the first chapter of WITBD? is not, 
as Lih maintains, of merely polemical significance but integral to his political 
position, that is, to the way in which he was beginning to conceive the 
hegemony of the proletariat. For knowledge of Marxist theory figures there, 
not as a rigid standard of orthodox rectitude with which to chastise his 


15. See Shandro 2007. 
16. See Lenin 1964. 
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adversaries for their departures, but, more importantly, as a necessary condition 
for grappling consciously with the new and in some cases unprecedented 
issues posed by the struggle against the tsarist autocracy and, consequently, 
for situating oneself in concrete political terrain. The importance of theory is 
enhanced for the Russian Marxists, Lenin writes, not only by the need to 
settle accounts with non-Marxist trends of revolutionary thought and the 
consequent necessity of a ‘strict differentiation of shades of opinion’, but by 
the need to develop ‘the ability to treat [the] experiences [of other countries] 
critically and test them independently’ and by the fact that ‘the national tasks 
of Russian Social-Democracy are such as have never confronted any other 
socialist party in the world’.'’” And this suggests, if it does not imply, that the 
defence of theory requires it to be further developed by applying it to new and 
as-yet unresolved questions. Rabochee delo’s theoretical gaffes and practical 
blunders are to be gauged, accordingly, not only by already-established 
Erfurtian standards, but also by the task of grappling with challenges on the 
frontiers of Marxist theory and practice. 

Lars Lih’s comprehensive demonstration that WITBD? cannot be 
understood apart from the political and discursive context of Erfurtian 
Marxism, and its attempted translation into Russia Social Democracy 
provides an indispensable service to the historiography of Marxist theory and 
practice. But, if I may borrow a Leninist metaphor, it seems that Lih has bent 
this particular stick too far. This is most evident in Lih’s narrow construal of 
the pivotal concept of “economism’, in terms of the professed positions of only 
some of the targets of Lenin’s polemic, although Lenin explicitly cautions his 
readers against this kind of misreading. But the same sort of difficulty appears 
in Lih’s assumptions about the status of Marxist theory in Lenin’s argument. 
Where Lenin derived his recourse to theory from the very logic of the debate 
over practical proposals — ‘the perplexity of the Economists over the practical 
application of our views in Jskra clearly revealed that we often speak literally 
in different tongues and therefore cannot arrive at an understanding without 
beginning ab ovo’? — Lih subordinates the text of WITBD? to his distinction 
between its ‘business’ — and its polemical parts, thus making it impossible to 
see what of theoretical significance could possibly be at stake in the controversy 
and reading as mere rhetoric, superfluous except for polemical purposes, the 
necessity Lenin asserts for recourse to Marxist theory in order to understand 
what is at issue in the debate over the practical project of proletarian hegemony. 
In these ways, the necessary and proper concern with restoring the context of 


17. Lenin 1962c, p. 370. 
18. Lenin 1962c, p. 350. 
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WITBD?, pushed too far, actually leads to distortions of the text itself. In 
effect, Lih reduces the argument of Lenin’s text to its Erfurtian context and 
thereby misses its innovative aspect and, paradoxically, this kind of procedure 
can occlude such a crucial contextual feature as the connection, designated by 
Lenin, between economism as a political current and an emergent liberal- 
bourgeois bid for hegemony in the democratic revolution. Where a text 
challenges the terms of debate, it may illuminate unsuspected distinctions and 
connections in the reality it seeks to grasp, and where that reality is the political 
context within which it is written, it may change the terms in which its context 
is understood; in this — materialist — sense, a text such as Lenin’s W/TBD? may 
re-invent its own context. 
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